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The Conversion
of Augustine
From a hidden depth a profound
self-examination had dredged up
a heap of all my misery. . . . I threw
myself down under a certain figtree and let my tears flow freely. . . .
Suddenly I heard a voice from the
nearby house chanting as if it might
be a boy or a girl (I do not know
which), saying and repeating over
and over again “Pick up and read,
pick up and read.” At once my countenance changed, and I began to
think intently whether there might
be some sort of children’s game in
which such a chant is used. But I
could not remember having heard
of one. I checked the flood of tears
and stood up. . . . I hurried back to
the place where . . . I had put down
the book of the apostle when I
got up. I seized it, opened it, and
in silence read the first passage on
which my eyes lit: “Not in riots and
drunken parties, not in eroticism
and indecencies, not in strife and
rivalry, but put on the Lord Jesus
Christ and make no provision for
the flesh in its lusts” [Rom. 13:13–14].
I neither wished nor needed to read
further. At once, with the last words
of this sentence, it was as if a light of
relief from all anxiety flooded into
my heart. All the shadows of doubt
were dispelled. (8.12.28–30)
Saint Augustine, Confessions, trans. Henry Chadwick (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 1991).
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Romans

Romans may be the only letter of Paul written to people
whom he doesn’t know (but cf. Col. 2:1). Usually, he writes to
churches that he himself started, addressing his own converts.
This time, he writes to introduce himself to a church that
he has never visited. Although it comes first among Paul’s
letters in our New Testament, it was written later than most
of the letters that follow it. Nevertheless, it can offer a good
starting point for understanding Paul precisely because it
offers a mature and articulate presentation of some of his
key ideas. John Calvin said that when Christians come to
understand this letter, they have a passageway opened for
them to understand the whole of scripture.

Overview
The letter begins with Paul greeting the Romans (1:1–7),
giving thanks for their renowned faith (1:8–10), and stating
his intention to visit them soon (1:11–15). Then, in 1:16–17
he offers what many regard as a sort of “thesis statement”
for the letter: the gospel that he preaches conveys the power
of God for salvation to everyone who has faith, to Jews first
but also to Gentiles. This gospel reveals the righteousness of
God through faith for faith. This thesis is then developed in
two stages. First, Paul claims that both Gentiles and Jews are
under the wrath of God (1:18–3:20). The Gentiles may not
have had scripture (the law) to guide them in doing God’s
will, but this does not excuse their behavior, for by worshiping idols and engaging in homosexual acts they have failed to
live according to what should be obvious from nature. They
violate human conscience, ignoring the “law written on their
hearts” (2:15). The Jews, meanwhile, have had scripture to
guide them, but they have not obeyed it. Next, Paul claims
that both Gentiles and Jews are the beneficiaries of God’s
grace (3:21–5:21). The Old Testament patriarch Abraham
becomes an example of how people may be reckoned as righteous because of their faith. Likewise, God’s action in Jesus
Christ has restored human beings to a right relationship with
God, such that they are justified by faith (5:1). Through Jesus
Christ both Jews and Gentiles may enjoy peace with God
and live in confident hope of eternal life.

